Encaustic Painting on Greek Stone Sculpture

In spite of the fact that scholars have been aware of it since at least the nineteenth century, the painted surface is still an often overlooked aspect of ancient Greek stone sculpture.  (The chapter on stone sculpture in Ling (2000) does not mention painting at all.)  While encaustic (pigment suspended in a wax and resin medium) is attested in both ancient physical evidence and literary accounts (Brinkmann (2007) 267; Richter and Hall (1944) 237), tempera (pigment suspended in an egg or casein medium) seems to be the paint of choice in modern reconstructions.  This is the case in Brinkmann's work; also, modern scientific analyses of ancient painting on sculpture give scant attention to the question of medium, focusing instead on pigment (e.g., Brinkmann 2007 and Price 2007).  This may simply be due to a lack of familiarity with encaustic technique, and the difficulty involved (Richter and Hall (1944) 237).  Encaustic paint is solid at room temperature, and must be heated to a liquid consistency in order to be applied to a surface.  The paint solidifies very quickly, so after application, the painted surface itself must be warmed and reworked in order to achieve the blending and consistency desired.


Encaustic painting on stone is worth a little trouble, however.  Wax is a modeling medium (e.g., it is essential for casting bronze sculptures), and so lends encaustic a breathtaking versatility.  At one extreme, thin translucent glazes of encaustic on marble can give subtleties of opacity and depth lacking in reconstructions featuring flat, opaque areas of color on plaster casts.  At the other extreme, encaustic can be modeled to provide details of ornament or texture.  A hypothetical reconstruction featuring the modeling and texturing effects possible with encaustic will be presented, based on the panther skin from the Seated Dionysos sculpture [Athens, National Museum, 3711], discussed by Brinkmann (2008) 25.  This panther skin now survives only as an inscribed drawing on the marble surface of the sculpture.  The sketch is on a concave area of the sculpture, so the only plausible way to build up the panther skin from the surface of the marble would have been through layers of encaustic paint.  A simple tool could then be applied to the encaustic paint to provide the texturing effect for the fur.  In this way, a sculptural element which exists only in a crude, rudimentary form on the stone itself could be built up, colored, and textured, all through the medium of encaustic paint.


This is the sort of effect which has almost entirely disappeared from the physical evidence, but is enticingly alluded to in our literary sources.  It is to be hoped that an experiment of this type may help us appreciate how painting could so enhance a sculpture that Praxiteles valued his sculptures painted by Nikias above all his other works (Pliny NH 35.133).  


A secondary question to be asked (time permitting) is whether encaustic painting is confused with the process of adding a final protective wax coating (ganosis), in both our ancient and modern sources (see Palagia (2006) 260-1 for an explanation of ganosis, based on ancient sources).
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